
Tree Guide
Give yourself a pat on the back. By choosing to plant a tree or a few trees, you are helping 
your city become a more beautiful and environmentally friendly place to live.  This guide will 
help you choose your trees, walk you through the planting process, and give you tips on how to 
care for your trees. If you have any further questions, please email them to 
sustainability@cityoffrederick.com. 
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Choosing a Planting Site
Trees can be picky about where they live. It is important to assess what kind of growing con-
ditions your planting site will be able to offer to your future tree. Some species can survive in 
even the poorest sites, other species are more selective and will not tolerate certain soil and wa-
ter conditions. Below you will find a list of things to consider when assessing your planting site.    

Things to consider: 

Space:

One of the first things to consider when choosing a tree is the amount of space that is available. Don’t worry if 
you have a small yard. There are several small tree species you can choose from that won’t outgrow your yard. 
Be sure to check for overhead power, telephone, and cable lines that could become problematic as the tree 
grows. Also, call Miss Utility at (800-257-7777) to make sure there are no utilities under your planting site.

30ft - 80ft10ft - 30ft

15ft - 30ft 30ft - 100ft

Small Trees Big Trees
Soil:

Soil conditions are an important factor to consider before choosing a tree. Different species of trees are suited 
to different types of soils. Planting a tree that is best suited to the soil in your yard will help your tree stay 
healthy and reduce maintenance costs over the life of the tree. Soil compaction and soil drainage are the two 
most important soil factors for trees. You can find instructions to test for these two factors below. For a more 
comprehensive view of your soil, it’s best to send soil samples to a lab for analysis. A soil test will reveal the 
texture, nutrient levels and pH levels for your soil. An alternative to performing soil tests is to identify the trees 
that are already growing well in your neighborhood and draw conclusions on soil conditions. This method is not 
very reliable, but it can give you a very general idea of soil conditions in your area. 	
	 Soil compaction:

•	 	An easy way to see if you have compacted soil is by digging a hole. Measure how deep you are 
able to dig before you run into hard packed soil. This is about the same depth that the roots of 
your tree will be able to access. 
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	 Soil drainage:
•	 Dig a 12 inch x12 inch square hole that is 18 inch deep. Fill hole with water and let it drain com-

pletely.
•	 After initial draining, fill hole with water again and take an initial water level measurement. Wait 

an hour and take another measurement to see how much water has drained.
•	 Soil with moderate drainage should have lost 2 inches of water. Soil with poor drainage will have 

lost less than 1inch of water. Soil with high drainage will have lost more than 3 inches of water. 

•	 If you find that you are only able to dig a few inches before running in to hard packed soil, 
remediation is required before a tree can be planted. Compacted soils can be remediated by 
tilling the top 8 inches of soil and adding compost. Adding mulch around the tree will also help 
alleviate some soil compaction. 

18in

12in

1 hr

Shading: 

The amount of sunlight your planting site gets is another important factor to consider when choosing a tree. Dif-
ferent species of trees need different amounts of sunlight to thrive. Some trees, like tulip poplar and pin oak, 
won’t grow in anything but full sunlight. Others, like dogwood and pawpaw, will grow best if planted in shade. 
If your planting site gets at least 6 hours of sunlight a day, then its considered full sun. Anything less than 6 
hours is considered partial sun. Even the most shade tolerant plants need at least 3 hours of sun a day.   

Good Understory Tree 
Placement

Good Canopy Tree 
Placement

Tree growth in compacted 
soil. 

Tree growth in normal soil. 
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Choosing the right tree for your site: 

Now that you have assessed the condition of your yard, you can eliminate all the species that won’t be able to 
grow in your planting area from the planting guide spreadsheet (pages 5-6). For example, say that you have 
30 feet of space for a tree and that the planting site only gets direct sun in the afternoons. You can eliminate 
all the trees that are listed as needing more than 30 feet of space and those that need full sun. After repeat-
ing this process for a few more site conditions (soil texture, soil compaction, etc.) you could be left with a man-
ageable list of trees to choose from.   

If you are still not sure which species you want or if you are still left with too many choices, try using the deci-
sion tree, pun not intended, on page 7. The number to the right of the species name indicates the page number 
for the summary of that species. This addresses only some of the factors you can use to choose a tree. It might 
be helpful to draw your own decision tree with factors that are important to you.

Of course, site conditions shouldn’t be the only criteria for choosing a tree. You should also consider what kind 
of services the tree provides, the effort required to maintain the tree, and even the appearance of the tree. 
For example, it’s no use having perfect site conditions for planting hophornbeam, a small tree, when your goal 
is to provide shade for your house. It would be better to choose a species that fulfills your goal even if the 
tree would have less than ideal growing conditions. In situations like this it’s a good idea to send an email to        
sustainability@cityoffrederick.com with your tree choice and what you know about your planting site. We can 
then let you know if that species is a good choice or suggest an alternative species. 
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Choosing a Tree
Choosing the species of tree to plant can be overwhelming, especially if you are not very famil-
iar with all the different species that you can purchase. This section of the guide will make the 
process of choosing a tree as easy as possible. After reading this section, you should be confi-
dent that you have chosen the correct tree. If you are still unsure, feel free to send your ques-
tions and concerns to sustainability@cityoffrederick.com   
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Decision Tree

Big Tree
Small Tree

Do you want your 
tree to produce fruit?Yes

NoPawpaw (10)
Serviceberry (11)

Do you want your tree
to have very visible 
flowers?

Yes

No

Sweetbay-
Magnolia (11)

Would you like 
the flowers to be 
fragrant?

Yes

No

Crabapple (8)
Dogwood (9)
Hawthorn (9)
Redbud (12)
White-
Fringetree (8)

American-
Holly (10)
Hophornbeam (10)

Do you have at least 60ft 
of open space above and
around the planting site?
(check for power lines)

No

Persimmon (21)
Hackberry (14)
Red Maple (17)

Yes

Do you prefer
evergreen trees?

Yes

No

Redcedar (22)
Southern-
Magnolia (16)
White Pine (21)

Would you like your
tree to have unique
fall colors?

Yes

Sugar Maple (17)
Blackgum (24)
Sweetgum (23)

No

Does your planting 
site have poorly
draining and compacted
 soils?

Yes

No

Is your site susceptible
to strong winds?

Yes

No

Beech (13)
Chestnut Oak (18)
Northern Red
Oak (18)

Black Locust (16)
Tulip Poplar (22)

Swamp White-
Oak (19)
Willow Oak (20)
Pin Oak (19) 
White Oak (20)
Black Walnut (24)

Bald Cypress (13)
River Birch (14)
Honey-Locust (15)
Linden (15)
Sycamore (23)

Would you like to attract 
birds, butterflies and 
other critters?

Yes

No



Tree encyclopedia
The following few pages contain pictures and descriptions of all the trees on the decision tree. 
The goal of this section is to help you picture what the tree is going to look like once it’s grown 
and to give you an idea of what to expect from your tree. The number before the species 
name on the decision tree corresponds to the page number for that tree in the encyclopedia. 

Crabapple (Malus spp.): 
Crabapple is considered a large shrub or a small tree and is known for its attractive deep pink flowers. This 
tree is great for small yards that receive full sun and usually grows to around 20-30 feet in height. Depending 
on the cultivar (variants from the same species), crabapple is very attractive to birds. Crabapples can suf-
fer from cedar-apple rust, but only if this tree is planted in close proximity to cedar trees. The infection is not 
harmful to the tree, but can produce unattractive spots on leaves and nodules on the branches.
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White Fringetree (Chionanthus virginicus): 
White fringetree a deciduous shrub or small tree that can grow up 30 feet in height. A unique characteristic of 
this species are is drooping clusters of white flowers. These flowers are slightly fragrant and usually bloom in 
late spring or early summer. This tree grows well in moist, well drained, and fertile soils. It is also tolerant of air 
pollution and is well adapted to city environments. 


